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WILLIAM FAULKNER: AUTHOR-AT-LAW
Joseph Blotner*
When Professor Page and I were first in touch, our idea was
that my role would be that of, as he put it, "a super-commentator"
who would "draw together some of the main themes of the con-
ference." Because I had only three of the papers in advance, and
because I was not brave enough to conceive of coming here and
taking some notes as I listened this afternoon as a basis for speaking
to you this evening, I decided to write something in advance, fly-
ing blind, as it were, but hoping I could thus fulfill something
of my original charge.
I found myself thinking of two approaches. The obvious one
was to try to survey attitudes toward the law in William Faulkner's
fiction. The other, only a little less obvious, was to deal with
William Faulkner's experience of the law - broadly interpreted
- as a private person. But soon I began to perceive the equally
obvious difficulties: either topic could more than fill a lecture.
And in doing either, I did not want to risk needless repetition of
other lectures. But finally I decided to take the risks. I would try
to do something of both: to move back and forth between the life
and the work in the hope that the two might illuminate each other.
To begin, it is safe to say that just as the law was present abun-
dantly in the lives of the Falkners before him, as a livelihood as
well as a fact of life, so it permeates his fiction from beginning
to end over a broad range of subjects. It is this concern, inciden-
tally, with such fundamental activities of man in society, like his
concern with history itself, which helps to mark him as a master
novelist. Although Faulkner tried as a private citizen to influence
the law-making and enforcing process, there is little in his work
of the legislative process. He focuses rather upon the law in ac-
tion: as law enforcement officers act within (or without) it, as
attorneys, judges, and juries try cases, and as other officials deal
with the results. And beyond them there looms the law as a force
undergirding society as a whole, symbolized in that imposing struc-
ture, the courthouse. These concerns have not escaped his readers.
A dozen years ago Charles Peavy published a book entitled, Go
Slow Now: Faulkner and the Race Questions. Here is a sampling
of Ph.D. dissertations since then: "You Smart Sheriffs and Such:
The Function of Local Peace Officers in William Faulkner's Light
* Professor of English, University of Michigan. Among his books are Faulkner: A Biography (2 vols.,
1974, 1 vol. revised and updated, 1984), Selected Letters of William Faulkner, and Uncollected Stories of William
Faulkner.
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in August and Intruder in the Dust"(1975); "Humanistic and Legal
Values in Some Works of Faulkner" (1977).
As we know, he had a great-grandfather, a grandfather, an un-
cle, a brother, and a cousin who were all lawyers. Even when
they were not practicing the law it impinged directly on their lives.
The crowning achievement of his great-grandfather, Colonel
William C. Falkner, was to be the financing, building, and ex-
pansion of The Ripley Railroad. During its construction, the
Colonel and other officers of the company would often hold meet-
ings designed to raise funds along what would be (if support was
forthcoming) the route the road followed. One student of the
Colonel's life records a meeting with a group of farmers. En-
visioning a thriving business, one of the major stockholders rose
at the meeting's end and asked, "What are you going to do when
you have a railroad?" After a moment's silence a voice from the
back of the room replied, "Gwine ter sue it."
Litigation was not only a source of income for these genera-
tions of Falkners but also a prominent fact of life in the county
seat in which William Faulkner grew up, as we have heard from
Professor Snell. It would have been strange if litigation or the
possibility of it had not appeared in his fiction. His short story,
"Mule in the Yard," was set "in the old halcyon days when even
the companies considered their southern branches and divisions
the legitimate prey of all who dwelt beside them. . . ."' The story
grows out of I. 0. Snopes's regular practice of arranging for mules
and other stock to wander onto the railroad tracks so that he can
sue for damages. Mrs. Mannie Hait is comfortably housed out
of the railroad's settlement for the death of her husband while in
Snopes's employ. When one of Snopes's mules kicks over hot ashes
which burn up her house, she tells Snopes she will pay him $10
for the mule - $140 less than it is worth and exactly the amount
of wages Snopes never paid Lonzo Hait because he died in the
process of earning them. When Snopes refuses, Mrs. Hait manages
to shoot the mule, but Snopes realizes he cannot sue her because
a court case would reveal his frauds on the railroad. It was a com-
plicated plot from which Faulkner was able to extract a good deal
of black humor arising out of the mangling of man and mule by
freight train.
This afternoon when Professor Weisberg dealt with Gavin
Stevens as a practicing attorney, it pleased me to hear the favorable
verdict he rendered on that, to me, often maligned character.
1. William Faulkner, Collected Stories of William Faulkner (New York: Random House, Inc., 1950), p. 253.
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Sometimes even his friend, V. K. Ratliff, is critical of Lawyer
Stevens, as he sometimes calls him, and his profession. Speaking
in The Town of one of Stevens's assumptions, Ratliff tells the
reader, "He was wrong. He's a lawyer, and to a lawyer, if it aint
complicated it dont matter whether it works or not because if it
aint complicated up enough it aint right and so even if it works,
you dont believe it."2 In the light of the way Stevens has sometimes
been seen as embodying something of his creator, it is interesting
to see what Faulkner did when he adapted "Mule in the Yard"
for The Hamlet. He brought Flem Snopes into the negotiations,
which now included not only the mule money but also money for
Mrs. Hait's house, supplied by Flem who, as Professor Weisberg
pointed out, wants to hire Stevens as his lawyer. In this way, the
story is complicated up enough to serve Faulkner's larger pur-
poses in the second novel of his Snopes trilogy.
The range of Stevens's cases is quite varied in the stories which
comprise Knight's Gambit, where he functions both as detective
and prosecutor. "A Point of Law" turns on the inability of the
state to compel one member of a family to testify against another
in a bootlegging case complicated by romantic entanglement in
what an irate federal commissioner calls a "Senegambian Mon-
tague and Capulet business."' One of the book's stories might well
remind members of this audience of Justice Oliver Wendell
Holmes's remark that "Lawyers spend a great deal of their time
shoveling smoke." The title of the story, of course, is "Smoke."
Stevens does not shovel it but rather puffs as much as he can into
a tin box to entrap a murderer into confession. A poignant story
in the collection, entitled "Tomorrow," involves the law in a dif-
ferent way as Stevens delves into the psychology of juries - that
of one member in particular - and learns not just why he holds
out against the rest but the tragic story of his life as well.
Apropos the sources of artistic creation, Faulkner always said
that the writer drew on observation, imagination and experience.
It certainly seems relevant that he dedicated the Snopes trilogy
to Phil Stone, who, he said, "did half the laughing for thirty years."
Some of Stevens's qualities unquestionably resemble some of
Stone's. Again, to what extent does he resemble Faulkner? Estelle
Faulkner saw in Stevens a good deal of the quixotism she saw
in her husband. It seems appropriate to take testimony from the
author himself. One questioner asked him,"Do you ever find
2. William Faulkner, The Town (New York: Random House, Inc., 1957), p. 296.
3. Joseph Blomer, ed., Uncollected Stories of William Faulkner (New York: Random House, Inc., 1979),
p. 216.
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yourself identifying with one of your characters, and have to
resist -for instance someone like Gavin Stevens .. ?" Faulkner
answered that the young man would often write about himself,
but later on:
[Pirobably you don't really have time to identify yourself with a character except at cer-
tain moments when the character is in a position to express truthfully things which you
yourself believe to be true .. . .[But] it just happens that this man agrees with you on
this particular point and so he says it.'
Certainly a non-self-incriminating answer. What did he think of
Stevens? Another questioner found Stevens less mature, respon-
sible, and likable in The Town than in Knight's Gambit. Faulkner
answered:
Well, he had got out of his depth. He had got into the real world .... That is, he knew
a good deal less about people than he knew about the law and about ways of evidence
and drawing the right conclusions from what he saw with his legal mind. When he had
to deal with people, he was an amateur ... [and] at times he had a good deal less judg-
ment than his nephew did.'
Faulkner added that the events of Intruder in the Dust happened
after those of The Town. "Probably Stevens learned something
from The Town," he said, "to carry into Intruder in the Dust. "
I think it is fair to say that much if not most of the law en-
countered in Faulkner's fiction is criminal law. Sometimes arrests
are made and cases are tried and sometimes they aren't. There
are numerous varieties of homicide, crimes such as arson and rape,
fraud and theft, and others down to the illegal production and con-
sumption of alcoholic beverages, the latter being regarded by many
of the citizens of Yoknapatawpha County as being a necessary
fact of life rather than a crime. (William Faulkner once remarked
to one young friend, "Remember, civilization began with distilla-
tion.") Faulkner even dealt with military justice in at least two
of his works, and there, as in civil law, the acquittal rate is dismal.
In Faulkner's personal life, his encounters with the law tended
to be like those of most of us, in areas such as property, con-
tracts, taxes, and inheritance. As I said earlier, it is interesting
to consider the interface, if you will, between his life and his art.
As Professor Snell said, one may be permitted to be skeptical
about his remark to the wife of his editor that, as a boy, he browsed
in his uncle's law books and learned something about Roman law.
4. Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph Blotner, eds.. Faulkner in the University (Charlottesville, Va.: University
of Virginia Press, 1959), pp. 25-26.
5. Id., p. 140.
6. Id., p. 141.
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He was, after all, an inventive story-teller when it came to
biography (his own) as well as fiction. Perhaps it was more in
character for him, at that age, to do what he confessed to one
reporter. He filled a water pistol full of "stink water," stationed
himself on the gallery outside his uncle's law office, and took pot
shots at passing pedestrians. (He gave this action, incidentally,
to one of the most dislikable small boys in his works, Virgil Beard
in Sartoris.) Even if he was being inventive in what he told the
lady, it is still interesting to note the lawbooks in his work. Col-
onel John Sartoris is a lawyer and his son, Bayard, recalls seeing
in his father's library at home, among a very catholic collection
of books, a Coke upon Littleton and "a volume of Mississippi
Reports dated 1848 . . . ." When Bayard goes to college, he too
studies his Coke upon Littleton. In contrast, one remembers the
cases of Armstid v. Snopes and Tull v. Eckrum Snopes in The
Hamlet, which Professor Wolff analyzed this afternoon, with the
presiding judge in the general store sitting at "the single chair,
the gnawed table bearing a thick Bible ... an almanac and a copy
of Mississippi Reports dated 1881 .... .. (The time is about 1907.)
This servant of the law, though not blindfolded, has "lens-distorted
and irisless old-man's eyes,"' but he looks a good deal more pro-
fessional than Jason Compson III in the appendix to The Sound
and the Fury:
[Bired for a lawyer and indeed he kept an office upstairs above the Square, where en-
tombed in dusty filing cases some of the oldest names in the county . . faded year by
year among the bottomless labyrinths of chancery ...[who] sat all day long with a
decanter of whiskey and a litter of dogeared Horaces and Livys and Catulluses, compos-
ing (it was said) caustic and satiric eulogies on both his dead and living fellowtownsmen
There were times when Faulkner himself may have felt a step
away from a court appearance as a defendant. In early December
of 1921 he had unwillingly become acting postmaster of the
University of Mississippi post office. Not quite three years later,
the postal inspector at Corinth sent him a three-page letter setting
forth seven different categories of charges. The first began with
the allegation "that you are neglectful of your duties, in that you
are a habitual reader of books and magazines, and seem reluctant
to cease reading long enough to wait on the patrons ..... Another
was "that you mistreat mail of all classes, including registered
mail; that you have thrown mail with return postage guaranteed
7. William Faulkner, The Unvanquished (New York: Random House, Inc., 1938), p. 18.
8. William Faulkner, The Hamlet (New York: Random House, Inc., 1940), p. 328.
9. Id., p. 329.
10. William Faulkner, The Sound and The Fury (New York: Random House, Inc., 1946), pp. 409-10.
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and all other classes in the garbage can . . . ."" Later, after the
inspector had arrived and begun checking the handling of mail
coming into the post office, Faulkner confided to one friend, "I'm
glad they didn't check the outgoing mail." He was allowed to make
restitution that balanced his delinquent accounts and resign.
Not long afterwards, when he began writing about
Yoknapatawpha County, he discovered an extraordinarily useful
character named Suratt, a sewing machine salesman and rural sage.
Faulkner's mother said she recognized the original of the character,
who bore the same last name. So, apparently, did the possessor
of the name, for Faulkner said that one day he received a com-
munication from him to that effect from the real Suratt's lawyer.
In his next appearance, V. K. Suratt became V. K. Ratliff.
Late in his life and financially secure, Faulkner had entered
into an agreement with his publisher whereby he was paid a fixed
amount from royalties with the remainder being held in escrow.
His hometown tax man was apparently unfamiliar with the com-
plexities of the tax laws that applied, and one day William Faulkner
received in the mail a staggering bill for back taxes plus penalties.
It was such a grievous blow that he was said to have taken to his
bed for a considerable period. Thereafter he engaged an expert
Charlottesville tax lawyer, made amends with the IRS, and em-
barked upon a carefully guided program of estate planning. These
incidents may have contributed to the way in which Faulkner's
sympathies most often lie with the defendants who appear in his
fiction.
When he did appear in court it was not for himself, but for an
employer. The case of Sheets v. Twentieth Century-Fox was heard
in Washington, D.C., in October of 1939, and Faulkner's
testimony helped refute the charge of plagiarism in the script of
a film called Road to Glory. Six years later, he would have engaged
in litigation to free himself from a horrendous screenwriting con-
tract with Warner Bros. except for the fact that there seemed to
be no grounds, and it was only a combination of circumstances
and influence and the possibility of arbitration proceedings that
permitted him to leave the studio and continue with his own work
without the threat of action against him for breach of contract.
The contracts that he made for himself, verbal and written, for
stories, novels, and films, were almost always disadvantageous
- compared with what they might have been if negotiated by a
lawyer or an agent - to the frustration of agents and lawyers who
11. Joseph Bloner, Faulkner: A Biography (New York: Random House, Inc., 1974), pp. 363-64.
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tried to work with him. In his defense it must be said that for
most of his life he felt compelled to take, in his words, the first
sale rather than the best one. The other factor was that he could
be a maddening client who would lose records and contracts,
though when he finally put himself in the hands of his Charlottes-
ville lawyer he became an exemplary client: he asked intelligent
questions, listened carefully, and then left matters in the hands
of the lawyer.
Faulkner's friend, John Dos Passos, wrote at the end of a novel
called Adventures of a Young Man,
Only a people suspicious of self-serving exhortations, willing to risk decisions, each man
making his own, dare call themselves free, and . . . when we say the people we don't
mean the proletariat or the salariat or the managerial class or the members of a fraternal
order or a political party ...we mean every suffering citizen, and more particularly you
and me.12
If Faulkner read that passage, he would have agreed with it.
Freedom and individualism had always been among Faulkner's
principal concerns, and he resisted what he saw as encroachment
upon them. In the New Deal years his antipathy toward the in-
tervention of "big government" got into his fiction. In one of his
best comic short stories, "Shingles for the Lord," two principal
characters became embroiled in a dispute over "man units," "work
units," and "dog units" arising out of the availability in
Yoknapatawpha County of NRA program funds.. In a more
serious and moving story, "The Tall Men," an old deputy mar-
shal spoke of the way the old proud individuality and moral fiber
could be eroded by too much free and easy federal support.1"
Sometimes it seemed to Faulkner that nothing was sacred anymore
- not even the dates of national holidays. His wife said, "Bill
never had much use for Thanksgiving after Mr. Roosevelt got
through with it."
From 1950 onwards he used his prestige increasingly in the ser-
vice of causes involving the issue of individual freedoms. On the
local scene, in September, 1950, he published at his own expense
what The New Yorker called "the clearest and most concise prose
ever written by the moody master of Yoknapatawpha County."
It was a broadside printed when the Oxford Eagle refused to print
his letter refuting a clerical committee's ad in the Eagle proclaiming
12. Adventures of a Young Man was first published in 1939. Dos Passos added the coda from which this
quotation comes when he published the novel as the first in his trilogy entitled District of Columbia (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1952), p. 342.
13. Faulkner, Collected Stories of William Faulkner (New York: Random House, Inc., 1950).
14. 1d-, p. 59.
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the evils of drink and the potency of four-percent beer. (One bottle,
they claimed, contained twice as much alcohol as a jigger of
whiskey.) Local prohibition had occurred, he wrote, because "too
many voters who drank beer or didn't object to other people drink-
ing it, were absent in Europe and Asia defending Oxford where
voters who preferred home to war could vote on beer in 1944."
After his side lost the election, the Eagle printed a letter in which
he wrote that his major objection in issuing the broadside was
"to a priest so insulting the intelligence of his hearers as to assume
that he can make any statement, regardless of its falsity, and
because of respect for his cloth, not one of them will try or dare
to check up on it." Many of his Oxford opponents were amused
at his stand. The Methodist minister said, "Well, Bill Faulkner
would know more about both beer and whiskey than we do."15
It was a different matter when he loaned the weight of his
prestige and eloquence five years later to compliance with federal
laws on integration in a series of letters to the Memphis Com-
mercial Appeal and other publications. Whereas Gavin Stevens
(and Faulkner, I'm inclined to think) had been a gradualist five
years before, Faulkner now wrote:
Let us give every would-be pupil and student the equality and right to education in the
terms in which our forefathers used the words equality and freedom and right: not equal
right to charity, but equal right to the opportunity to do what he is capable of doing, freedom
to attain the highest standards ....
If we are to have two school systems, let the second one be for pupils ineligible not
because of color but because they either can't or won't do the work of the first one."
Predictably, this stand earned him midnight telephone threats about
burning his house and invitations to move up North where he
belonged. As the crisis wore on he became distraught and was
even provoked into one statement that sounded like that of an ar-
dent segregationist, but this was still the man who was co-founder
of a shortlived progressive paper called The Southern Reposure.
This was a Mississippian born there in the late nineteenth cen-
tury who, as Writer-in-Residence at the University of Virginia
two years later, in 1957, would speak out in the teeth of the gover-
nor's soon-to-be-implemented plan for "Massive Resistance." This
was a Mississippian who urged Virginia to lead the South in com-
pliance with the court's directive. After his speech that night,
before he took questions, he said he was talking as:
15. Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography, p. 1330-31.
16. James B. Meriwether, Essays, Speeches, and Public Letters By William Faulkner (New York: Random
House, Inc., 1965), pp. 220-21.
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[Jiust a private citizen here that likes and admires Virginia, Virginia people, even when
they may not like what I'm going to say. That is, as far as the University is concerned,
I'm free home here. As far as you're concerned, I am free game, only do flush me first,
don't shoot me sitting.1
7
He believed, his lawyer son-in-law would say, in the rule of law.
At this point, when I was composing this lecture, I wrote, "How
much law did he know?" I answered, "That's hard to say." Then,
happily, a few days later Professor Wolff sent me a copy of his
paper. And I quote with pleasure and confidence part of a sentence
you heard this afternoon: "It is clear that his meticulous concern
for detail and accuracy reflect a sound and consistent working
knowledge of both state and local county law." Now I can more
confidently introduce the one impression I have which otherwise
would have had to stand alone. I remember one day at the Univer-
sity of Virginia when we had scheduled a question-and-answer
session in a windowless room in Rouss Hall which Faulkner called
"the black hole." A man rose in the back - not a student but an
impassioned nut from town - and asked him a hostile wander-
ing question that ended when he sprang on him a citation of Plessy
v. Ferguson. Faulkner answered as if he had read the opinion the
day before. The result would, I think, have been the same if the
questioner had tried Brown v. Board of Education. Faulkner
answered with a firmness which set his interrogator down silent
if unsatisfied.
Thanks to Professor Weisberg, we can see Gavin Stevens much
more clearly now and we can see him in comparison with his peers
in world literature. This perspective makes it easier for us to look
at Faulkner's other lawyers. Horace Benbow has been scrutinized
often and found wanting, as a man in Sartoris and also as a lawyer
in Sanctuary. (Parenthetically, however, I wonder how well even
a Melvin Belli or an F. Lee Bailey could conduct a defense if
his own sister were tipping his strategy to the opposition and a
prestigious judge intervened to whisk his star witness off the stand.)
Benbow's opponent, Eustace Graham, is a prosecuting attorney
on the make who will use whatever tactics will gain him a con-
viction. One might argue that all the trouble in Absalom, Absalom!
is finally set in motion by a New Orleans lawyer, who for per-
sonal gain or simply as counsel to a revengeful woman, helps to
start Charles Bon on the journey that leads him to Yoknapatawpha
and Colonel Sutpen precipitates the ultimate fall of the House of
Sutpen. A student at Virginia, bemused by the complexities of
17. Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography, p. 1687.
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that most complex novel, asked, "Was there really a lawyer ... ?
After a pause Faulkner answered, "Yes . . . there was a little
lawyer there." 8
As we know, the other colonel who looms so large in the
Yoknapatawpha saga is Colonel John Sartoris, who probably read
for the bar (as did Faulkner's great-grandfather) rather than at-
tending law school. If Sartoris seems all but untrammeled in
leading his Civil War cavalry or ruthlessly pressing on with his
railroad, he knows his limitations in the law. This is why he is
pleased that his son, Bayard, is doing well as a law student. Bayard
remembers the evening when his father, "a little paunchy now
though not much, a little grizzled too in the hair though his beard
was as strong as ever, with that spurious forensic air of lawyers,"
tells him:
I acted as the land and the time demanded and you were too young for that, I wished to
shield you. But now the land and the time too are changing; what will follow will be a
matter of consolidation, of pettifogging and doubtless chicanery in which I would be a
babe in arms but in which you, trained in the law, can hold your own - our own."
Content in this knowledge, the Colonel goes to his death the next
day - shot by a fellow lawyer.
It is not surprising that legal prestige and power help to shield
Temple Drake - rape victim and perjurer - in Sanctuary. The
rapist, Popeye, goes unscathed in the fallout from the trial in part
through the acumen, we are led to believe, of an adept mob lawyer
from Memphis. The term "Public Defender" naturally does not
appear in these novels. But whenever a defendant is represented
by his equivalent, the results are negative. Popeye is convicted
and executed for a crime he did not commit. (So is Lee Good-
win, who dies for the crime Popeye did commit. In each case
the jury is out for exactly eight minutes.) In The Wild Palms Harry
Wilbourne gets fifty years at hard labor because he has performed
a fatal abortion on his sweetheart. His foil in the novel, a convict
sent out on rescue work during the great flood of 1927 and unable
to return promptly through no fault of his own, does not even
get the benefit of trial by jury. Instead, through the malfeasance
and conspiracy of state officials, acting to protect themselves
against the investigation their revealed incompetence might bring,
ten years are added administratively to his sentence. More often
than not, justice is not done in Yoknapatawpha County and its
environs. The echoes of the gavel of doom reverberate like gun-
18. Gwynn and Blotner, eds., Faulkner In The University, p. 18.
19. Faulkner, The Unvanquished, p. 266.
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shots down the corridors of Faulkner's chronicles. The first line
of Act I, Scene I of Requiem for a Nun is, "Let the prisoner stand."
The sentence, we learn, is death. The first line of The Mansion
reads, "The jury said 'Guilty' and the Judge said 'Life' . . . ."
Whether the scene is the Governor's office (where Nancy Man-
nigoe receives no commutation nor reprieve nor stay of execu-
tion) or a J. P.'s makeshift court outside Cambridge, Massachusetts
(where Quentin Compson, as one of my students recently said,
"gets the business from a J. P. who wants to put it to a whip-
persnapper college student"), the eyes of Justice are every bit as
impaired as those of the J. P. in Armstid v. Snopes, and the scales
are out of balance.
How, then, can we account for the powerful recurrence of that
dominant symbol in the works, the courthouse? The dominant
figure of Robert Penn Warren's great novel, All the King's Men,
is another self-made lawyer. Willie Stark says that the law is,
[L]ike a single-bed blanket on a double bed and three folks in the bed and a cold night.
There ain't ever enough blanket to cover the case .... The law is always too short and
too tight for growing humankind. The best you can do is do something and then make
up some law to fit and by the time that law gets on the books you would have done something
different."
Former Attorney General Hugh Miller doesn't believe this and
neither does Warren's narrator-protagonist, Jack Burden. And
neither, I think, does Faulkner. Not quite.
In "The Hill," a sketch which appeared in Faulkner's college
newspaper in 1922, he described "the sonorous simplicity of the
courthouse columns ... discolored and stained with casual tobac-
co. 2 1 Four years later he described another in Soldiers'Pay, his
first novel: "a simple utilitarian edifice of brick and sixteen
beautiful ionic columns stained with generations of casual tobac-
co. Elms surrounded the courthouse and beneath these
trees . .. the city fathers ... slept or whittled away the long
drowsy days ... 2 Twenty years later, however, in Requiem
for a Nun, the tenor of the description changed. The courthouse
in Oxford was in danger of being torn down and replaced - at
public expense, but Faulkner suspected, for private profit. Once
more he resorted to the Letters to the Editor column to protect
it. This was Lafayette County. In Yoknapatawpha County, where
that structure was equally at risk, he described it this way:
20. Robert Penn Warren, All The King's Men (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1946), p. 145.
21. Carvel Collins, ed., William Faulkner: Early Prose and Poetry (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
1962), p. 91.
22. William Faulkner, Soldiers Pay (New York: Liveright Publishing Corp., 1954), p. 112.
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Above all, the courthouse: the center, the focus, the hub; sitting looming in the center
of the county's circumference like a single cloud in its ring of horizon, laying its vast shadow
to the uttermost rim of horizon; musing, brooding, symbolic and ponderable, tall as cloud,
solid as rock, dominating all: protector of the weak, judiciate and curb of the passions
and lusts, repository and guardian of the aspirations and the hopes
What are we to conclude?
I think now of William Faulkner's Nobel Prize acceptance
speech, hailed so often as a statement of hope and faith. I think
that speech requires careful reading and particularly an understand-
ing of the feelings of a genius in his fifties who also felt that this
was an occasion he had to rise to, one which demanded some sort
of affirmation. Requiem for a Nun presented agonizing technical
problems for its author. And as for its content, some scholars see
in it no glib affirmation of a sentimental optimism. Professor Polk's
book on Requiem for a Nun is the best argument I know for this
interpretation. On the occasion of a Faulkner conference three
and a half years ago in Paris, Noel Polk and Tom McHaney and
I and a number of others talked on the subject of Faulkner and
Idealism. I said that the extent of his optimism was his suggesting
"the possibility for amelioration of some aspects of the human
condition."2 (At the University of Virginia, queried by one stu-
dent about man's progress over recent centuries, he had finally
said, "Well, they don't cut someone's hand off for stealing a loaf
of bread anymore.") I think a passage one should recall, against
the grandeur of that description of the courthouse, is the one in
The Mansion in which Ratliff and Stevens, just before their last
sight of Mink Snopes - who feels that he has achieved justice
through another homicide - render a summary judgment on the
human condition. "The poor sons of bitches,"25 they both say.
People, as Faulkner would often put it, do the best they can. Where
does that leave us? It leaves us, I think, with Faulkner's tragicomic
- Shakespearean, if you will - view of the human condition,
in which the law, if it does not, as it is practiced, represent
something of man's greatest achievements, does represent
something of his highest aspirations.
23. William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun (New York: Random House, Inc., 1951), p. 40.
24. Joseph Blotner, "Continuity and Change in Faulkner's Life and Art," in Faulkner and Idealism: Perspec-
tives from Paris, eds., Michael Gresset and Patrick Samway, S.J. (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi,
1983), p. 17.
25. William Faulkner, The Mansion (New York: Random House, Inc., 1959), p. 429.
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